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The Home of Great War
Fiction!


 


In April 1943, Warsaw was a
city of terror drenched in blood - the staging ground for the
Nazis’ insanely brutal ‘final solution’ assault.

Everyone who could was
fleeing, but special agent and demolitions expert Mac Wingate
was blasting his way in. His orders came directly from Roosevelt
and Churchill. His mission - break into a Gestapo torture cell and
smuggle out a man whose work on the mysterious ‘Manhattan Project’
could change the course of the war!
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Ewen E. S. Montagu to Colonel Olaf
Erikson:

 


It seems the Americans insist on “springing”
this Jewish physicist. This should be a reasonably uncomplicated
operation, if all goes according to plan. This mission, I was
instructed to remind you, has top priority and should go forward at
the earliest possible date. I suggest the code name:
Springboard.
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Chapter One

 


Wingate was standing in the C-47’s open
doorway, waiting for the co-pilot’s tap on his shoulder, when the
German searchlights winked on. The ground below erupted. Through
the probing fingers of light, tracers climbed toward them. A moment
later flak bursts turned night into hellish day.

Wingate grabbed hold of the doorway and hung
on as the C-47 pitched and rocked violently. Rockets joined the
tracers screaming up toward them, each fiery trail weaving one more
strand of death about the plane. Wingate heard a quick ticking
sound over his head and glanced up. He saw a neat string of bullet
holes punching out a fast line across the cabin’s ceiling. A second
later, flak tore out a hole in the wall behind him. He felt the
sudden rush of air. Small pieces of flak began ricocheting about
within the cabin.

He glanced at the co-pilot, a very young,
fuzzy-cheeked colonel who was looking back at the cockpit, waiting
for the light above the door to wink on. A burst of flak struck the
right motor. The engine exploded and flames instantly engulfed the
entire wing. Wingate felt the plane heeling over, the floor lifting
under him. He flexed his knees to stay on his feet.

He turned to the three members of his team.
Their static lines were already hooked to the anchor cable and they
were hanging grimly onto their lines—each one, like Wingate,
struggling to stay on his feet.

The plane shuddered as another
burst of flak caught it. Like a ship plowing through heavy seas,
the C-47 dipped its nose, then slowly, ponderously regained its
trim. Wingate glanced at the co-pilot. He was green around the gills, and
was looking back at the light over the cockpit door. It still had
not winked on.

But that didn’t mean a goddamn thing,
Wingate realized. The time had come for them to jump.

“Now!” Wingate cried to his
men.

Turning, he flung himself out into the
night. There was, for a moment, only a sensation of weightlessness.
He glanced back and saw the dark tumbling figures of his men
leaping out after him, the blazing plane plunging on past them.

The canopy crackled over his head as the
prop blast caught it. The connector links whistled past. Wingate
ducked his head. The canopy’s opening shock nearly sent him through
the bottoms of his shoes, and he could feel his cheeks pull away
from his teeth. The moonlit ground below seemed momentarily to
recede. Then it began to swing wide. For a moment he saw a portion
of the night sky between his feet. He opened his risers and glanced
back up. The canopy was intact, no blown panels. The oscillation
slowed.

To check the wind drift, he watched his feet
in relation to the ground, then turned his back into the wind by
crossing the risers behind his neck and pulling gently outward. The
ground steadied beneath his feet and began rushing up at him. He
saw the dark forms of the trees growing rapidly larger. Glancing
swiftly back up at the others, he saw they were doing nicely, their
descent neither faster nor slower than his.

The C-47, its entire fuselage
ablaze now, was lurching higher into the night sky in a desperate
bid to clear an approaching hill. But the effort was futile. The
plane slipped off into a lazy drift, then plummeted out of
sight. A
second later there was an explosion that caused the horizon to
glow. Wingate saw no more chutes blossoming in the night sky and
realized the C-47’s crew had been unable to bail out.

He looked down. A pale field was rushing up
at him. He worked the risers frantically, but came in backwards
anyway, hitting the ground so hard he was momentarily stunned. His
back had come down on a low hillock, and it felt as if someone had
kicked him in the kidneys. The chute collapsed.

Wingate lay on his back for a moment,
slightly woozy and still in considerable pain. Then he struggled to
his feet and unsnapped his chute’s harness.

As soon as he climbed out of his jump
jacket, he furled the chute and carried it into a clump of willows
and hid them both. Strapped securely to his chest during his
descent had been the disassembled pieces of a Sten, fitted with a
new silencer barrel. In addition he carried his own .45. He swiftly
assembled the Sten, worked the cocking lever, and was satisfied the
weapon was in good working order.

The pockets of his wool civilian jacket were
bulging with extra clips. Along with the wool jacket, he was
wearing threadbare trousers and a wool shirt. His shoes—taken from
a dead partisan, he had been assured—did not fit all that well, but
they would have to do. He took a cloth cap out of a side pocket and
pulled it down snugly over his thick, almost jet-black hair.

Wingate was solidly built. His dark hair and
eyes, together with the high cheekbones and what many considered an
impassive expression, were due to the traces of Indian blood that
still flowed in his veins. His grandfather had fought on the same
battlefield as General Custer—on the side that celebrated
afterward, Wingate was always proud to point out.

He started to move swiftly through the
darkness toward the spot where he had seen the others come down. On
this mission, Wingate and his men were not wearing uniforms. If
caught, they would be shot by the Germans as spies—but not, of
course, before the Gestapo had finished playing with them. One
helluva good reason for getting in and out fast, Wingate reminded
himself as he pushed himself through the willows.

He halted abruptly.

Someone was hurrying toward him through the
dark woods. Cocking his Sten, he crouched low and waited. Whoever
it was plunged closer. At last Wingate glimpsed a dark figure. He
reached into his pocket and brought out the metal cricket that had
been issued to each of his men. Placing it alongside the Sten’s
barrel, he clicked it once with his thumb, keeping a bead on the
approaching figure.

No answering click sounded. But there was
still a chance this was one of his own men; they had had the bare
minimum of training, and Wingate was not very sure of any of them.
Still, he did not want to start this mission by killing a member of
his own team. Sweat stood out on his forehead as he clicked a
second time. Still no answer. Wingate took a deep breath. Once more
without a reply, he told himself, and the sonofabitch was going to
get a bellyful of lead.

The cricket clicked once more—and the figure
flung himself to the ground.

“Jesus!” the prostrate figure
croaked feebly. “Don’t shoot! It’s me. Aldini!”

With a snort of disgust, Wingate
straightened up and lowered his Sten.

“What the hell’s the matter
with you, Corporal?” he demanded, furious. “You heard my cricket!
Why didn’t you reply?”

Aldini got to his feet and began to brush
off his hands. In the dim light of the moon filtering in through
the trees, Wingate could barely make out the big fellow’s face. “I
lost my cricket, and my mouth was so dry, I couldn’t call out to
you sooner.”

His voice was indeed weak and raspy. Fear
had robbed his mouth of any trace of saliva.

“Well, goddamn it,
Corporal,” Wingate snarled. “I almost ventilated that stupid
carcass of yours. Shape up, mister, or you won’t last much
longer!”

Aldini straightened up. His
face betrayed a sudden, withering contempt for Wingate. “Oh,
yes, sir, Captain, sir.”

Wingate strode quickly to Aldini’s side,
shifted his Sten to his left hand, and swung on the corporal. He
put every inch of his nearly six-foot frame behind the punch and
caught Aldini flush on the jaw. The corporal’s head snapped around
and he reeled backward without a sound, struck a tree, and sagged
to the forest floor. For a moment he was still, then he stirred and
groaned, his right hand gingerly flexing his jaw from side to side
as he looked up in astonishment at Wingate. “Hell, Captain! Ain’t
you never been scared before?”

“All the time, Corporal.
All the time.”

“Well then!”

“I figure the thing for me
to do, Aldini, is to make you more frightened of me than of the
Germans. And you can show that by addressing me with the respect
due your superior officer. Respect and immediate obedience. That’s
what I require. I’m responsible for this mission’s success, and I’m
convinced it’s just as important as everyone back in London says it
is. Do I make myself clear, Corporal?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Get up.”

Still massaging his jaw, Aldini got slowly
to his feet. “Where’s your weapon?”

“I lost that, too, Captain.
It’s back there somewhere—I think. I came down hard, Captain, and
then that damn chute dragged me half way to hell and
back.”

“Go back and get the
Sten.”

The man swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

As Aldini started back through the trees,
Wingate called softly after him, “And don’t come back without
it.”

Aldini didn’t bother to reply.

 


A few minutes later, as Wingate was
approaching a moonlit field, he heard movement behind him in the
heavy brush. He whirled, bringing up his Sten and cocking it, all
in one swift motion.

Clickers sounded. Two of them. Wingate
brought out his own cricket and sounded a reply. Francois Regnais
and Jon Martens emerged from the brush and started toward him.

Like Wingate, both men were dressed in
civilian clothes that were threadbare enough to enable them to fit
easily into the mass of Polish citizens adrift in this
Nazi-occupied country.

As Regnais pulled up in front of Wingate, he
asked, “Have you seen the corporal, Captain?”

“Yes. And I’ve sent him
back for his weapon. Seems he came down pretty hard and misplaced
it.”

“You sent him back?”
Regnais asked, astonished.

“That’s right.”

“Do you think that’s wise,
Captain?” Martens asked, his lidded eyes regarding Wingate
coldly.

“What is that to you,
Martens? It was my decision to make and I made it.”

The Belgian took a deep breath, glanced at
the tall Frenchman standing beside him, and shrugged. “Of course,
Captain. It was, as you say, your decision to make.”

“Where are we now,
Captain?” Regnais asked mildly. “I believe we left our plane a
little ahead of schedule.”

Wingate had been puzzling over
that very question himself. The pilot had not reached the drop zone
when the plane had been hit, of that Wingate was certain. And
judging from the ground fire they had encountered, Wingate was
almost positive the pilot had blundered into the air space over the
top-secret
installation where Aaron Stern, the German physicist they had come
to liberate, was working. This meant the woods would soon be filled
with German patrols. Those German searchlights must have caught at
least one of their blossoming chutes.

“We’re still south of the
drop zone,” Wingate told them. “I’d say our best bet would be to
continue through this timber until we find a road. From what I
remember of the maps I’ve been studying, there should be one on the
other side of these woods that could take us to Stettin. From there
we should be able to find the safe house.”

“But if there
is
no road?” asked Jon
Martens.

Wingate glanced at the stocky Belgian. “What
do you suggest?”

“Forgive me, Captain, but I
am familiar with this country. Is that not why I was selected for
this mission?”

“Out with it, Martens,”
Wingate snapped irritably. “We haven’t got all night.”

“If we strike due west,
across that field to our right, we will most assuredly reach the
Oder River. And that will take us to the bay. From there it would
be a simple matter for us to find shelter in a small village at the
mouth of the bay. I know the people there.”

“What’s the name of the
place?”

“Terz.”

“No. I know where it is and
going that far west would result in too long a delay. We have not
come here for a prolonged stay, Martens. To hole up in Terz is not
why we were sent here. We’ll continue on through this
wood.”

Martens did not like Wingate’s response, but
he simply shrugged and looked away, not bothering to hide his
irritation.

“But this American of
yours,” Regnais protested. “The one you have sent off looking for
his weapon. What about him?”

“He’ll catch
up.”

“But if he
doesn’t?”

“That’ll be his
problem.”

“The Gestapo,” Martens
broke in. “The corporal will be a juicy plum for them to suck
on.”

“Aldini doesn’t know enough
about this mission to tell the Germans anything that could hurt
us.”

That response appeared to satisfy
Martens.

“But, Captain,” the
Frenchman protested, “that is hardly gallant! He is one of your
comrades. You would be abandoning him to the Germans.”

“Regnais, we’ve got a job
to do and we don’t have much time to do it. German patrols are
probably already pouring into this sector. I suggest we cut this
debate and get the hell out of here.”

“Ah, yes, Captain. Of
course.”

“And Regnais,” Wingate said
coldly, “try and remember this, will you? Aldini is not
my
American.”

 


As the three men set off through the
woodland, Wingate hung back to allow the Frenchman to lead and to
give him time for thought.

It had not been ten minutes since they had
bailed out, and Wingate expected to hear the German patrols
approaching through the woods at any moment. The mission was
already going bad. The trouble had begun, Wingate realized now, the
moment they left the Baltic and entered Polish air space. They were
supposed to have flown in over the bay until they were well south
of the secret German installation outside Stettin, then swing
north. Instead, they had drifted north too early and come in over
the German factory.

One thing had been accomplished by that
navigational error, however. Wingate had learned for sure that
Colonel Erikson’s assessment of the ground fire the incoming
bombers could expect was, if anything, conservative. Wingate would
have to make that point when he radioed London.

If, that is, they ever reached that safe
house.

Wingate was not entirely pleased with the
men who made up his team this trip. Colonel Erikson had been
apologetic when he recommended that Wingate take Aldini, while at
the same time he had implied Wingate should have no trouble at all
in whipping the fellow into shape. It was only because Wingate felt
he needed a third man that he had allowed Aldini’s inclusion on the
team. He was already sorry that he had done so.

Not that he was so much happier with the
others.

Francois Regnais was a member of the Free
French and had only recently been released from a British hospital,
where he had been recovering from wounds sustained on a commando
mission to Brittany. His unit was currently on another mission and
had left Regnais fretful and anxious for employment. He had
approached Wingate himself and volunteered to join his team.

An architect before the war, Regnais—like
Martens—was reasonably familiar with western Poland, and could
speak Polish with some fluency. Wingate liked the man well enough,
but the Frenchman seemed at times almost too dilettantish about the
entire operation. He might have been sketching a new building or
painting a flower, for all the sense he seemed to have of what they
were about. He seemed, in short, entirely too romantic about war
and its grim imperatives.

The Belgian, Jon Martens, had been educated
in America, at MIT. A civil engineer when the Germans swept through
Belgium, he spoke as good English as Wingate and could also speak
French and Polish. A seasoned commando, he was a grim, dour man who
had already lost both his parents and his wife to the German
invaders of his homeland.

Erikson had been kind enough to
alert Wingate to an annoying habit the Belgian had, that of
slipping away from his unit whenever he had the chance and killing
Germans—any
Germans—apparently as a kind of grisly sport.

Martens had been officially reprimanded for
these breaches of discipline, but the man seemed determined to
fight this war his own way. But since it was Germans he was
killing, and since, of course, this was the primary goal of the
whole immense war effort, no one was really very enthusiastic about
keeping Martens out of action for long. Furthermore, the man had
proven himself over and over again to be a fierce and deadly
fighter when the chips were down.

Considering this fact, Wingate had
reluctantly allowed the Belgian to join his small force. So far,
all Wingate had noticed about the man was his close-mouthed,
somewhat surly manner.

 


They were still in the woodland when Regnais
turned to them and, with a sharp command, ordered them all to drop
to the ground. They did so, as silently as possible, and waited.
Wingate heard both Regnais and Martens cock their Stens. He moved
up beside Regnais.

“What is it?” he
asked.

“You were right, Captain.
We are near a road. I hear trucks.”

In a moment, Wingate too heard the growing
rumble of heavy German transport. Two German lorries, he guessed,
possibly three. The sound of the approaching trucks soon filled the
woods. The squeal of brakes came suddenly from off to their left,
and a moment later Wingate heard the slam of truck doors, followed
by the sharp bark of German noncoms giving orders. Then came the
clash of gears as the trucks moved off.

Wingate took the lead and pushed on
cautiously. In a moment he saw a moonlit clearing through the trees
just ahead of him. And an asphalt road just beyond the clearing. At
the edge of the clearing, standing in front of a staff car, two
small German patrols were hastily forming up.

As the three men watched, the German patrols
marched off. They left behind a German officer and his orderly. The
officer was leaning on the car’s rear fender, smoking a cigarette.
His orderly remained behind the wheel of the car, which he had
pulled in well off the road.

“I want that German staff
car,” said Wingate.

“Tired of walking already,
Captain?” asked Regnais. “I am afraid you will have to fight for
that car. The sound of gunfire would bring back those patrols in a
hurry.”

“Never mind,” said Martens.
“I’ll handle this.”

Before they could stop him, Martens had
slipped away from them, disappearing beyond the rim of the
clearing, obviously intending to come at the two Germans from the
rear. Furious, Wingate wanted to call him back, but he realized
that such a shout would alert the Germans.

He looked at Regnais. “We’d better do what
we can to help,” he said.

“Yes, Captain.” Regnais
appeared to be enjoying Wingate’s discomfiture. “And just what do
you propose?”

“We’ve got to keep this
quiet. As you say, any gunfire would bring those patrols back in a
hurry. I suggest a ruse. It might get us close enough to those two
Germans to enable us to take them without a shot.”

“I am listening.” The
Frenchman’s eyes were alight now. He seemed to have no sense of the
danger of their situation.

“I’ll walk out into the
clearing with my hands up,” Wingate told him. “That should distract
the officer and his driver and give you and Martens a chance to
take them from the rear without firing a shot. But I wish to hell I
knew for sure what that Belgian’s up to, damn it!”

“Excellent plan, Captain.
Only I suggest you let me be the one to step out into the clearing.
Your life is a bit less expendable than mine, and those two Germans
might be nervous tonight.”

“What do you mean less
expendable?”

“It is you alone who knows
why we have been dropped into Poland this night. Am I not
correct?”

“All right. Give me a
couple of minutes to go around the other way, then walk out into
the clearing. Make sure your hands are up when you do, and move
along at a brisk pace. Any nervousness, or hesitation, and you’re
right—the Germans might get skittish and start firing.”

As Wingate pulled up a moment later behind a
rotting tree trunk, he thought he glimpsed Martens’ squat figure
moving stealthily out of the shadows ahead of him toward the staff
car. Wingate swore softly to himself. The sonofabitch could likely
screw them all up by going off on his own hook like this.

At that moment, Regnais strode out from
behind the willows, his hands held well up in the air. Wingate
heard the German officer mutter in surprise and say something to
his driver. Regnais smiled and kept walking toward the staff
car.

The German officer snapped his
cigarette butt into the darkness and pushed himself away from the
staff car. “Kapitulieren, ja!” the officer said, removing an enormous Luger from his
holster and training it on Regnais. “Gut!”

“Ja!” replied Regnais, still walking
confidently toward the German.

There was a sudden cry from the
staff car. It was choked off on the instant and followed by a
horrible, gurgling sound—the sound of a man drowning in his own blood.
This was not the first time Wingate had heard a man’s reaction to
getting his throat slit, but it unnerved him slightly,
nevertheless.

The officer spun around to face the car.
Wingate darted from cover, his Sten leveled on the German.

“Halten!” Wingate told him.

But the officer was a fool. He swung his
Luger around and got off a shot. Wingate felt something whisper
past his cheek and tugged on the Sten’s trigger. His short, rapid
burst cut the officer in two. The German dropped the Luger as the
impact of the slugs flung him to the ground.

As Regnais darted back to the brush for his
Sten, Martens hurried around from the other side of the car, picked
up the Luger, and emptied its contents into the German’s face. Then
he flung the weapon into the woods and turned to Wingate.

He was angry. “I would have had them both,
Captain. Silently.”

“Damn you!” Wingate
snarled. “You go off on your own like that again, Martens, and I’ll
kill you myself.”

Regnais came running back toward them across
the clearing. “I heard those German patrols. They’re coming this
way—in one very big hurry, Captain.”

“You drive,” Wingate told
Regnais. Then he turned to Martens. “Into the car,” he told
him.

Martens ignored Wingate and walked over to
the dead German officer. As Wingate watched in astonishment, the
Belgian ripped off the officer’s tunic, shrugged into it, then
slapped on the German officer’s braided cap.

“What in hell are you
doing?” Wingate demanded. “Get into this car. Our only chance now
is to drive right through them.”

“You may shoot me later,
Captain. But for now, let me say that we will not have much of a
chance that way. A single bullet could take out one of our tires. I
suggest you get into the back seat with Francois. Stay down until I
begin firing.”

With an ironic Gallic shrug, Regnais ducked
into the back seat. Wingate, cursing silently, followed after him
and pulled the door shut. He did not slip all the way to the floor,
but kept himself high enough so he could watch.

Martens had taken out a cigarette and was
smoking it as he leaned casually back against the rear fender. The
dead orderly remained slumped forward over the wheel. The nearest
of the German patrols came in sight, the moonlight gleaming on
their helmets. They were strung out along the road in rather poor
order, and the moment those in front reached the clearing and saw
Martens, they slowed down—somewhat sheepishly, Wingate thought.
Then they called back to those in the rear, and immediately the
patrol began to regain a more military bearing. They were obviously
distressed to have come within sight of their officer in such
apparent disarray.

The noncom in charge hurried toward Martens,
his face revealing his confusion. He had, after all, heard
gunfire—and from at least one automatic weapon. But the German
corporal never got the chance to ask Martens about the firing he
had heard. He was no closer than ten yards when Martens swung up
his Sten and opened fire on him. Wingate and Regnais leaped from
the car, their Stens blazing, and in a matter of seconds, the rest
of the patrol was down. Not one of the Germans had gotten off a
single shot.

But that still left the other patrol.

Wingate could hear the Germans racing up,
their noncom issuing orders. They were coming at them through the
woods.

“Get behind the car,”
Wingate said.

The two men obeyed him. Wingate propped
himself up behind the hood and peered through the gloom, his finger
on the Sten’s trigger. The odds were a little better now, Wingate
told himself.

A line of Germans burst from cover.
Crouching, they advanced on the staff car. Wingate cocked his
Sten.

But the sudden eruption of fire that
followed did not come from Wingate or his men—nor did it come from
the Germans.

Wingate poked his head up from behind the
car and saw the Germans, struck from behind, struggling grotesquely
to turn about and return the fire. But the sudden, withering hail
of bullets was slicing a terrible swath through their ranks; soon
not a single German was left standing. Above the cries of the
wounded and dying, Wingate was certain he heard the unmistakable
stutter of a Sten, its silencer working perfectly. In less than a
minute the German soldiers became quiet, the submachine gun went
silent, and out of the woods behind the downed Germans stepped
Aldini and a single Polish partisan.

“I found the Sten,
Captain,” called Aldini, grinning. “My friend here—Joe Pidlowski—he
helped me look for it.”


Chapter Two

 


It was Pidlowski who guided them, while
Regnais drove. Just before they reached the outskirts of Stettin,
the partisan directed Regnais onto a dirt road, which they followed
for close to a mile before cutting abruptly onto a rutted cow
pasture.

Regnais, driving flat-out all
the way—a dreamy, almost contented smile on his face—strained the
staff car’s chassis to its limit as they hurtled across the
boulder-filled meadow. They kept on for what seemed an interminable
period before—on Pidlowski’s tardy direction—Regnais swung the wheel
violently and careened across a narrow plank bridge, then skidded
recklessly onto a paved road that took them parallel to the Oder
River. In a near panic by this time, Pidlowski directed the
Frenchman to take another jouncing detour that led finally onto a
long, winding road.

A few miles further on, they came to an
isolated stone farmhouse flanked by massive oaks, and Pidlowski
indicated Regnais should turn into the drive. As Regnais skidded to
a stop, Wingate glimpsed at least three furtive shadows racing
through the night to take up positions near the house and barn.

And why not? Wingate realized. They were
driving up in a German staff car, weren’t they?

But Pidlowski’s shout to the men crouching
in the shadows prevented any misunderstanding. At once lights went
on inside the farmhouse and the three partisans left their cover
and started toward the staff car. The door to the farmhouse opened
and a tall, white-haired
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